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Lake Koocanusa Fish rissue Analysis Results
Available
Resu/fs from fissue analysis are comparabre to past years

For the past decade, Montana Department of Environmental Quality and Montana Fish,
Wildlife & Parks have tracked selenium pollution in Lake Koocanusa. Efforts have focused
on water quality and fish tissue monitoring and developing an accurate selenium water
quality standard.

Even at very low water quality concentrations, selenium may move through the food chain
and cause developmental harm to fish offspring. After establishing a baseline in 200g,
state officials have conducted sampling efforts every five years. The 2013 results saw
increases in fish tissue concentrations.

The latest tissue analysis from May 2018 sampling show no increase over the 2013 data.

For all of the 10 fish species tested, the muscle selenium concentrations remain below
EPAguidance. One of the 10 speciestested, redside shiner, had egg selenium values
above the EPA guidance. This year was the first year that selenium iissue levels were
analyzed in redside shiners in the U.S. portion of the reservoir and these results are
similar to analyses conducted in the Canadian portion of the reservoir. Currenly, studies
are being performed in British Columbia to determine the sensitivity of redside shiner to
selenium.

Ongoing monitoring efforts are important and will continue, as recent changes in Teck
Coal's selenium treatment plant could influence future fish selenium concentritions. FWp
and DEQ will continue monitoring in the U.S. to track concentrations in fish tissues.
Additional fish tissue analyses are planned for September 2018, and a full summary of
the data set from 2018 (spring and fall) wiil be released by January zo1g.

Water quality and biological analyses occur annually on Lake Koocanusa that include
collaborations between DEQ, FWP, the U.s. Army corps of Engineers, the u.s.
Geological Survey, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, Environment and Climate
Change Canada, Teck Coal and many others. The results have been compiled into a
report that summarizes the data for Lake Koocanusa, including in the Canadian portion,
known as Koocanusa Reservoir.



The link to the full report can be found here:

The data is publicly available on the Water Quality Portal database after it has been

reviewed. please iee the Lake Koocanusa website for more information on this project:

http ://lakekooca n usacon servation. pbworks.com
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Figure 1. Muscle tissue selenium concentration (mg/kg-dry weight) for fish sampled

from Lake Koocanusa between 2OO8 and 2018. Error bars represent + 95% Cl.
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News & Features

Analysis: No Increase of
Mining Contaminants in
Koocanusa Fish Tissue
Samples
Recent testing compares monitoring
completed earlier this year to zor3 results
BY TRISTAN SCOTT // SEP 1 1, 2018

REIATED STORIES:
. State Department to

Remain on Sidelines in

Transboundary

Pollution DisPute

Researchers tracking the influx

of mining contaminants in
Lake Koocanusa saY their

recent analysis of fish muscle-

tissue samples shows no

significant increase in the



. lnternational Joint

Commission Divided

on Kootenai River

Pollution

. U.S. and Canadian

Delegates Enter

Discussions on

Transboundary

Pollution

concentrations of a Pollutant
called selenium, which is

leaching from Canadian

coalmines downstream and

into the trans-boundary

reservoir.

According to Montana Fish,

Wildlife and Parks, muscle-

tissue samples from to species of fish in Lake Koocanusa

collected in May of this year are consistent with sampling

done in zor3, showing no increase during that five-year

period.

The data is a departure from the results of fish-tissue

samples collected in zooS and again in zot3, which

showed increasing trends in elevated selenium levels.

During that five-year period, Trevor Selch, a water

pollution biologist for FV\IP, tracked increases of selenium

in muscle-tissue concentrations at rates of between Zr

and 7o percent, a trend he described as "alarming"'

While the

recent data is welcome news for the threatened watershed

and its scores of stakeholders, ongoing monitoring efforts

are critical and will continue as changes to a canadian

coal company's water treatment plant could influence

future fish-tissue selenium concentrations, according to

FWP.

For years, conservation groups and scientists on both

sides of the border have been raising concerns about five

coal mines owned and operated by Teck Resources in the

Elk River valley of British columbia - concerns they say

gained urgency when an experimental water treatment

facility designed to stem the flow of a mining contaminant

called selenium was found to be releasing an even more

biologically toxic form of the heary metal'



As Teck works to correct the situation, the mining

continues, and proposed expansions to the global giant's

growing footprint has water-quality advocates on high

alert.

The origins of Lake Koocanusa begin in the Rocky

Mountains of British Columbia, where the Elk River

carves a southerly path, rushing into the Kootenay River

(the spelling changes to Kootenai when it crosses the

international border) and converging in the sprawling

reservoir basin.

Research shows that further up the watershed selenium

concentrations become increasingly elevated.

Sampling conducted on Koocanusa between zoto and

zo 16 have demonstrated selenium concentrations

primarily below, or close to, established guidelines at the

three sites sampled upstream of the confluence with the

Elk River.

However, selenium concentrations measured at the

mouth of the Elk River showed substantially higher levels

relative to upstream values and were consistently above

guidelines, according to the FWP's report. Downstream

from the mouth of the Elk River, selenium concentrations

decreased to values closer to the guidelines, particularly

as the distance from the Elk River increased.

Additional fish tissue analysis is planned for this month,

and a full summary of the data set from both spring and

fall of zor8 will be released in January.

The Montana Department of Environmental Quality has

identified Lake Koocanusa as impaired by selenium and

has listed the water body under the Clean Water Act as it
works to develop a site-specific water quality standard on

the reservoir.



To address the problem, Montana DEQ and the B'C'

Ministry of the Environment have formed the Lake

Koocanusa Monitoring and Research Working Group,

which includes selenium experts from around the world.

According to DEQ, developing a bi-national selenium

standard will provide British Columbia's regulatory

agencies with better information to establish protective

strategies for the lake.

In zot6, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency

revised its water qualrty standards for selenium, allowing

r.5 micrograms per liter of water versus its old standard

of 5 micrograms Per liter.

The new criteria on selenium limits in freshwater sources

revises ar1-year-old standard, and gives individual states

the option of either adopting the recommendations or

drafting their own rules. EPA s recommended criteria do

not impose legally binding requirements'

For all of the ro fish species tested in May, the muscle

selenium concentrations remain below EPA guidance,

according to the FWP report. Researchers also tested egg

and ovary samples from five species of fish' One of the

species tested, redside shiner, had egg selenium values

above the EPA standard.

This year was the first year that selenium tissue levels

were analyzed in redside shiners in the U.S. portion of the

reservoir and the results are similar to analyses conducted

in the Canadian portion of the reservoir' Currently,

studies are being performed in British Columbia to

determine the sensitivity of redside shiner to selenium.

Teck Coal is investing between $8So-$gSo million to

construct water treatment facilities, but has been fined for

violating provincial environmental rules'



According to Chris Stannell, Teck's senior

communications specialist, the company is conducting

water-quality monitoring studies at 1oo stations in the

ElkValley.

But earlier this year, the U.S. Environmental Protection

Agency raised concerns with its regulatory counterparts

to the north after Teck shut down its water treatment,

expressing misgivings about the proposal to take the

facility offline.

The author of the letter, Jane Nishida, principal deputy

assistant administrator for the EPA's Office of

International and Tribal Affairs, pointed to a mounting

body of evidence showing that mining contaminants

spilling across the international border are negatively

impacting a suite of aquatic wildlife.

"These setbacks are of concern to the EPA, as the

treatment plants are the primary proposed mechanism to

reduce selenium and nitrate loading to the Elk River

watershed and Lake Koocanusa," the EPA's letter states.

"As a result of these ongoing setbacks, the Water Qualrty

Plan's goal of reducing selenium and nitrate

concentrations in waters downstream of mining

operations is not being fullY met."

If you enjoy stories like this one, please consider

joining the Flathead Beacon Editor's Club. For

as little as $5 per month, Editor's Club members

support independent local journalism and earn

a special deal every month from one of our great


